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Beginning with the 1996 federal welfare reform law many of the central safety net programs in the
U.S. eliminated eligibility for legal immigrants, who had been previously eligible on the same terms
as citizens. These dramatic cutbacks affected eligibility not only for cash welfare assistance for families
with children, but also for food stamps, Medicaid, SCHIP, and SSI.  In this paper, we comprehensively
examine the status of the U.S. safety net for immigrants and their family members. We document the
policy changes that affected immigrant eligibility for these programs and use the CPS for 1995-2010
to analyze trends in program participation, income, and poverty among immigrants (and natives). We
pay particular attention to the recent period and examine how immigrants and their children are faring
in the “Great Recession” with an eye toward revealing how these policy changes have affected the
success of the safety net in protecting this population.
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Temporary Assistance for Needy Families  1,796 $9,324 $397 0.8
Food Stamp Program  15,232 $50,360 $276 2.2
Federal Earned Income Tax Credit 24,757 $50,669 $171 2.6
Supplemental Security Income, non‐Disabled 6,407 $41,023 $517 n/a
Non cash means tested programs
Medicaid, Children (2007) 27,527 $53,716 n/a n/a
Medicaid, All (2007) 56,821 $276,246 n/a n/a
National School Lunch Program, Free and Reduced Price (2009) 19,446 $7,563 n/a n/a
School Breakfast Program, Free and Reduced Price (2009) 9,068 $2,498 n/a n/a
Other short term income replacement programs












 August 22, 1996  1997 1998 2002 2009
Prior to 
PRWORA
Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant 
Responsibility Act (IIRIRA)
1
Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act 
(PRWORA)
2 Balanced Budget Act
3
Agriculture, Research Extension 
and Education Reform Act
4
Farm Security and Rural 
Investment Act
5




Qualified Immigrants Eligible Eligible; State option to bar
Exempted Groups 40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/Asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after
Qualified Immigrants Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after
Exempted Groups 40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/Asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after
Qualified Immigrants Eligible Eligible; State option to bar
Exempted Groups 40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/Asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after Eligible for first 7 yrs; State option after
Qualified Immigrants Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after Eligible; State option to bar
Exempted Groups 40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs; State option after
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/Asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs; State option after Eligible for first 7 yrs; State option after
[SCHIP enacted in 1997]
Eligible
Exempted Groups 40 quarters of work Eligible
Military Eligible
Refugees/Asylees Eligible
Barred for first 5 yrs Eligible; State option to bar




Elig restored if as of 8/22/96 are 
children, disabled , blind, elderly 
Exempted Groups 40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/Asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs Eligible for first 7 yrs
Eligible Ineligible
Eligibility restored to children, 
disabled; Rest barred first 5 yrs
Exempted Groups 40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/Asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs Eligible for first 7 yrs
Eligible Ineligible
Elig extended to SSI recip as of 8/22/96 
and those legally residing in US on 
8/22/96
Exempted Groups 40 quarters of work Eligible Eligible
Military Eligible Eligible
Refugees/Asylees Eligible Eligible for first 5 yrs Eligible for first 7 yrs
Eligible Ineligible
Exempted Groups 40 quarters of work Eligible Barred for first 5 yrs
Military Eligible Eligible






























Natives Immigrants Natives Immigrants
Characteristics of household head (at survey)
Mean age 40.1 40.5 37.5 39.2
Male 0.467 0.524 0.327 0.470
White, non Hispanic 0.715 0.140 0.550 0.082
Black, non Hispanic 0.156 0.092 0.268 0.095
Hispanic 0.098 0.544 0.149 0.696
Less than high school 0.089 0.319 0.199 0.476
High school  0.285 0.241 0.389 0.281
More than high school 0.625 0.440 0.412 0.242
Never married 0.154 0.111 0.303 0.159
Married 0.661 0.758 0.410 0.687
Female unmarried family 0.226 0.153 0.435 0.216
Employed  0.725 0.716 0.522 0.611
Not in labor force 0.192 0.201 0.338 0.277
Any heath insurance 0.847 0.648 0.691 0.479
Characteristics of the household 
Number of children 1.8 2.0 2.1 2.2
Any elderly 0.05 0.07 0.05 0.06
Number of persons 3.9 4.4 4.0 4.5
Own home 0.679 0.515 0.403 0.336
Household earnings $74,210 $61,938 $17,894 $22,913
Household income $81,615 $66,423 $23,639 $25,854
Less than 50% FPL 0.058 0.081 0.180 0.161
Less than 100% FPL 0.139 0.222 0.433 0.440
Less then 150% FPL 0.230 0.376 0.715 0.746
Greater than 200% FPL 0.678 0.496 0.000 0.000
Any foreign born 0.058 1.000 0.055 1.000
Any adult born citizen 1.000 0.248 1.000 0.193
Any child born citizen 0.996 0.877 0.998 0.873



























Arrived 6+ years ago, pre‐enactment (1) 6294 0.811 0.221 0.353 0.474 0.680 0.058
Arrived <=5 years ago, pre‐enactment (2) 1648 0.792 0.287 0.394 0.553 0.569 0.049
Post reform (2008/2009)
Arrived 6+ years ago, pre‐enactment (3) 6898 0.837 0.076 0.301 0.672 0.634 0.048
Arrived 6+ years ago, post‐enactment (4) 3669 0.843 0.072 0.316 0.676 0.601 0.022
Arrived <=5 years ago, post‐enactment (5) 1875 0.836 0.073 0.330 0.645 0.532 0.018
Post‐reform ‐ Pre‐reform
Arrived 6+ years ago (4)‐(1) 0.032 ‐0.149 ‐0.037 0.202 ‐0.079 ‐0.036
























Arrived 6+ years ago, pre‐enactment (1) 10245 0.103 0.296 0.044 0.256
Arrived <=5 years ago, pre‐enactment (2) 2301 0.187 0.425 0.124 0.372
Post reform (2008/2009)
Arrived 6+ years ago, pre‐enactment (3) 13377 0.082 0.229 0.045 0.155
Arrived 6+ years ago, post‐enactment (4) 5979 0.109 0.319 0.057 0.218
Arrived <=5 years ago, post‐enactment (5) 2982 0.153 0.359 0.079 0.277
Post‐reform ‐ Pre‐reform
Arrived 6+ years ago (4)‐(1) 0.006 0.023 0.013 ‐0.038

























Native head 0.82** 0.59** 0.04 0.17
(0.31) (0.29) (0.22) (0.17)
Non‐native head 0.92 1.50** 0.82* 0.76
(0.83) (0.63) (0.47) (0.46)
Sample: All children with non‐native heads
Non‐mexican head 0.34 0.17 0.31 0.16
(1.03) (0.80) (0.60) (0.47)
Mexican head 0.89 2.69** 1.38 1.32*
(1.22) (1.11) (0.83) (0.76)
Sample: All children with non‐native heads
Naturalized head ‐0.42 0.74 0.36 0.15
(1.15) (0.96) (0.74) (0.66)
Non‐citizen head 2.54** 2.46** 1.43** 1.28**
(1.06) (0.94) (0.68) (0.57)
Sample: All children with non‐citizen heads
Non‐hispanic head 0.79 ‐0.80 1.59 1.56
(1.76) (1.37) (1.15) (1.01)
Hispanic head 2.44** 3.18*** 1.29 1.14
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District of Columbia X X
Florida X X
G e o r g i a X X XXXXXXXXXXXX








M a i n e X X XXXXXXXXXXXXX











M i s s o u r i X X XXXXXX
Montana X X
N e b r a s k a X X XXXXXXXXXXXX
Nevada X X
New Hampshire X X
New Jersey X X
N e w  M e x i c o X X XXXXXXXXXXXX
N e w  Y o r k X X XXXXXXXXXXXX
North Carolina X X
North Dakota X X
Ohio X X
Oklahoma X X
O r e g o n X X XXXXXXXXXXXXX
P e n n s y l v a n i a X X XXXXXXXXXXXXX
R h o d e  I s l a n d X X XXXXXXXXXXXXX
South Carolina X X
South Dakota X X
T e n n e s s e e X X XXXXXXXXX
Texas X
U t a h X X XXXXXXXXXXXXX
V e r m o n t X X XXXXXXXXXXXXX
Virginia X X
W a s h i n g t o n X X XXXXXXXXXXXX
West Virginia X X
W i s c o n s i n X X XXXXXXXXXXXX
W y o m i n g X X XXXXXXXXXXXX
State Option to Bar but 
State Chooses Not to

















1998 2002 2005 2008 1998 2002 2005 2006 2007
Alabama X 111
A l a s k a X XXXX
A r i z o n a X XXX
A r k a n s a s X XXXX
C a l i f o r n i a X XXXXXXXXX
C o l o r a d o X XXXX
C o n n e c t i c u t X XXXXXXXXX
D e l a w a r e X XXXXXXXXX
District of Columbi X XXX XX
F l o r i d a X XXXX
G e o r g i a X XXXX





Idaho X X X






Indiana X 1 XX
I o w a X XXXX
K a n s a s X XXXX
Kentucky X X X X X
L o u i s i a n a X XXXX
M a i n e X XXXXXXXXX













M i s s o u r i X XXXX
Montana X XXXX X
2
N e b r a s k a X XXXXXXXXX
N e v a d a X XXXX
N e w  H a m p s h i r e X XXXX
New Jersey X XXXX XX X
6 X
6
N e w  M e x i c o X XXX
N e w  Y o r k X XXXX XXXX
North Carolina X XXXX
North Dakota XX 111
Ohio X 111
O k l a h o m a X XXX
O r e g o n X XXX
Pennsylvania X XXXX X
7 XXXX






South Carolina X X X X
South Dakota x X X X
Tennessee X XXXX





U t a h X XXXX
Vermont X XXXX
Virginia X 111










State Option to Bar State Fill-in Programs, Post-Enactment
Pre-
Enactment
















C a l i f o r n i a XXXXX
Colorado
Connecticut X X X X X
Delaware
D i s t r i c t  o f  C o l u m b i a XXXXX





H a w a i i XXXXX
Idaho






M a i n e XXXXX
Maryland X X X
Massachusetts X X X X X
Michigan




N e b r a s k a XXXXX
Nevada
New Hampshire
N e w  J e r s e y XXXXX
New Mexico






Pennsylvania X X X X X





















































































































































































W a s h i n g t o n XXXXXXXXXXXXXX
West Virginia
W i s c o n s i n XXXXXXXXXXXXXX
Wyoming
State Fill-in Programs, Pre-
Enactment Immigrants
State Fill-in Programs, Post-Enactment Immigrants